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Developing Preservice Teachers' Perspectives
on Reader Response
Dana L. Grisham
San Diego State University
Abstract
This study examines preservice teachers' developing conceptions
of reader response theory, specifically focusing on the importance
of aesthetic response to students' engagement with and motivation
for reading. Three intact classes over three semesters (N = 78)
participated in an intervention through literature discussion circles
after reading award-winning and multicultural children's and
adolescent literature. They read a cycle of three novels in each
class. Preservice teachers chose the books from multiple copies
provided and responded in writing to each selection prior to
meeting in small, student-run groups for discussion. Participants
wrote dialectical journals for the first book, completed role sheets
for the second selection, and for the third novel, provided a written
response of their choice. Results indicate: that the aesthetic reader
stance predominated in students' written responses and
discussions; that written response did not influence the quality of
the discussion; and that students were more disposed to consider
aesthetic stance as important to the reader after their own
participation in literature discussion circles. Participants also
highly valued book choices and forms of responses allowed.
Implications for teaching are critical in sustaining a balanced view
of literacy because current reform mandates avoid the mention of
issues such as personal response in favor of literary analysis and
often prescribe what teachers must teach and assess.
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Background
Most elementary teachers use children's literature in the classroom
as one component of a balanced literacy program. Teacher candidates
should be prepared in ways to know and love children's literature as well
as to learn to identify and value different responses that childrenl may
make to literature. How could 1, as a teacher educator in literacy,
effectively teach beginning teachers about reader response theory and the
importance of aesthetic responses to literature by young studenits'?
This issue concerns every teacher educator in literacy, particularly
in an era when educational reforn at the state and nationial levels is
focused tightly on issues of accountability. In states like California, topdown reform movements are resulting in a resurgenlce of behavioral
objectives prescribing what teachers must teach and assess. 'Ilhe
California Language Arts Content Standards (1997), lists specific
measurable outcomes to be achieved by students. Under literary
response, for example, third grade readers must be able to "identify
characters, settings, and key events." Such behaviorally prescribed
fragmelits of study are important but incomplete descriptions of reading;
they do not embody the engagement, complexity, and joy that constitutes
the reading process. The pressure to raise reading achievement scores
through the application of behavioral objectives can lead to an
instructional scenario devoid of important affect. As Ruddell (1998) put
it, "If children's motivation to read is not sustained from the earliest
grades, they will not develop proficiency and independence in reading"
(p.3).
The questions which framed my research on adult preferences in
responding to literature included: (1) Would elementary preservice
teachers prefer to respond in writing to children's literature using
dialectical journals, role sheets, or a written response mode of their own
choosing; (2) How might the method of written response affect the type
of response (aesthetic or efferent) made by the students; (3) How might
the method of response affect the ensuing small group literature
discussion; (4) In what ways might this experience influence the
preservice candidates' attitudes towards teaching children's literature,
particularly their attitudes toward aesthetic responses?
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Responses to Literature
Recent best practice in literacy calls for "grand conversations"
(Eeds & Wells, 1989; Eeds & Peterson, 1991; Gambrell & Almasi, 1997;
Zemelman, Daniels, & Hyde, 1993) over the literature that elementary
students read. Discussion of literature is consonant with social learning
theory which suggests that meaning is constructed when the individual
interacts with the text and with other individuals (Moll, 1992; Purves,
Rogers & Soter, 1995). However, student engagement with text may not
be assured by reading alone; nor may meaningful discussions be a
natural result of reading. To facilitate the individual's active engagement
with the text and with the story world, students are often asked to
respond in writing to what they read prior to discussion (Borders &
Naylor, 1993; Dudley-Marling & Searle, 1991, McConaghy, 1990). Such
strategies are instances of transmediation (Siegel, 1995), which is the
phenomenon of using one medium, such as writing, to deepen
understanding of, elaborate, or extend another medium, such as reading.
Using art, drama, or discussion to respond to a text are other examples of
transmediation (See, for example, Peck, 1998).
Three important theoretical and pedagogical areas undergird my
study. The first is reader response theory. Rosenblatt (1978; 1994)
theorizes the reading process as a transaction between the reader, the
text, and the context in which the reading occurs. In this scenario, both
the reader and the text are sites in which meaning resides. The
transaction between the reader and the text is constructed into an
individual response that almost certainly differs to some degree from the
transaction between the same text and another reader. From the work of
Rosenblatt and others (see, Beach, 1993 and Tompkins, 1980 for
reviews), "reader response" theory has evolved and has been the subject
of many research investigations over the past twenty years.
One of the major distinctions drawn by Rosenblatt and other reader
response theorists is that readers' stances to literature may be aesthetic or
efferent. An efferent stance tends toward analytical or critical responses,
based on literary elements such as characterization, plot, setting, theme,
and so on. These literary elements are highly valued, particularly since
they are frequently tested in standardized and other assessments. While
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some researchers suggest that students may be guided by the teacher into
more meaningful or deeper understanding of the text (Menke & Pressley,
1994), there is a concomitant concern that teacher-directed discussions
may revert to the IRE pattern (Mehan, 1979), where procedural
interactions dominate the discourse. Efferent responses may be deep and
meaningful, but aesthetic responses to literature should be viewed as
equally important.
The aesthetic stance, according to Rosenblatt, consists of reader
responses to the text based upon personal and intertextual connections.
An example of aesthetic response is when persons who have read the
same book get together, and their usual first question goes something
like, "How did you like the book?" A personal aesthetic response might
be one in which the reader compares a situation in the book to his or her
own life. An intertextual aesthetic response might consist of comparison
of one book with another in a personal vein. The value of aesthetic
response is that it deepens the reader's engagement with the text.
Rosenblatt (1994) argued that aesthetic response is necessary for the
reader's construction of meaning prior to students engaging in efferent
types of responses. Almasi (1995) studied participation structures in
literature discussion groups and found that when students were allowed
time to talk about topics that were meaningful to them, their responses to
the literature tended to be more complex than those of students who
responded only to the teacher's questions.
Second, joumaling as an effective response to literature is
represented by a large body of literature (see, for example, Berthoff,
1981; Kamber, 1995; Livdahl, 1993). These works state that journal
writing leads the reader to a deeper relationship with the text. Dialectical
journals, in particular, have been used as an instructional strategy for
various purposes, including response to literature (Ellis, 1997; Meehan,
1998; Newell, 1996).
Finally, Literature Response Circles (LRCs) are an often-used
instructional strategy for literature study (Daniels, 1994; Samway &
Whang, 1996; Smith, 1996). Literature Response Circles have been
successfully utilized for literature study at every grade level from
Kindergarten (Souvenir, 1997) to the university level (Peck, 1998). The
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variation in the way LRCs are conducted in schools is highlighted by the
different structures recommended in the Daniels (1994) and Samway and
Whang (1996) books, both of which are well-known texts which teachers
read. For Daniels, LRCs are student-led, student-centered temporary
groups in which students discuss topics of their own choosing. His use of
role sheets to support discussion as students read agreed upon portions of
the book is seen to be a scaffolding technique that should be removed as
soon as students have gotten the knack of discussing freely.
In contrast, Samway and Whang recommend two sessions for
discussion. The first discussion session takes place after students have
read the entire book and centers on aesthetic response to the book. The
second discussion takes place shortly thereafter and focuses on the
efferent responses that provide for a serious literary analysis of the book.
Rosenblatt's transactional theories, the theory of transmediation,
and the use of literature circles are all consonant with social
constructivism (Fosnot, 1996) in which the learner is actively
constructing meaning during interactions with others.
Most of the literary instruction in schools falls into the efferent
category. In an earlier study (Grisham, 1997) elementary teachers
involved in a project to implement literature circles were torn between
their goal of making educational experiences more learner-centered and
their concomitant anxiety over what they interpreted as wasted time or
off-task behavior when children were in charge of their own learning. An
illustration of this dilemma occurred during student-run literature
discussion groups, when teachers who briefly visited the "student-run"
groups tended to direct students away from discussions involving
aesthetic responses to literature and toward more analytic (efferent)
responses. These teachers, who had participated in study groups on
literature circles, perceived the value of aesthetic responses by children
in a theoretical sense, but struggled with their implementation. Teachers
in the study could not seem to prevent themselves from steering the
groups into traditional teacher-directed literary discussions centering on
character, plot, setting, and theme, all of which met the mandates for
accountability rather than the need to engage students more deeply with
literature.
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Method
I focused on ways to engage adult readers, graduate level preservice
teachers, with children's literature such that they might better internalize
the significance of aesthetic response. In teacher preparation, the use of
Literature Response Circles (LRCs) or Book Clubs in the literacy
methods course appeared to be a productive way to model the responses
or discussions teachers seek to have with children involving both
aesthetic and efferent responses to literature. Preservice students are
generally positive about the opportunity to read and respond to such
award-winning children's books as The Giver, by Lois Lowry.
Three sources were critical to the formation of the literacy
intervention described here. The first, Harvey Daniels' (1994) Literature
Circles: Voice and Choice in the Student-Centered Classroom, provided
the primary impetus for organizing of my literature circles in the
preservice classroom, and provided for one of the methods of written
response: role sheets. From Samway & Whang (1996), I took the idea of
reading the entire book before discussion. From the third source; Lapp,
et. al. (1995), 1 took the idea of Book Club for teachers. The study took
place during the 1997-98 academic year at a large California university.
Participants

Participants were three intact classes of graduate students in a fifthyear (graduate) teacher education program to earn the multiple subjects
(K-8) teaching credential. During the first semester, students focused
primarily on early literacy learning. The second of the two-class
sequence focused on literacy learning in grades 4 to 8. Three intact
classes of students (N = 78) participated in the study. Students in these
classes were part of the teacher education program, primarily white and
female (See Table 1).
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Table 1. Participants in the stuy
Class

Semester

Class

Fall

"A"

1997

Class

Spring

"B"

1998

Class

Summer

"C"

1998

Number of
Students
26

Number of
Females
23

Number of
Males
3

30

24

6

22

21

1

I

InstructionalSequence
The element that I added consisted of three literature discussion

cycles in each intact class. Each three-book cycle was organized in the
same way. I first provided information about literature circles based on
the model set forth in Daniels (1994), and provided sets of children's
literature to be read and discussed. The literature included either award
winning or multicultural children's literature for children or young
adolescents. I selected award-winning literature for content and interest
level and multicultural literature as part of my commitment to diversity.
A list of books used is included in Appendix A.
To form literature circles, students were directed to list their names
and their first, second, and third choices from books I offered. I then
formed the groups, usually in the presence of the students, balancing
choice with availability. Students who did not get their first choice in one
cycle were assured of getting their first choice in the second or third
cycle.
Newly formed literature circles of four to six students met
immediately to discuss a set of "get-acquainted" questions prior to
reading the book. Students then had one week until the next class
meeting in which to read and respond to the literature.

I
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Responding Using the DialecticalJournal
In each class, the first writteni responlse m-ethod required was thle
Dialectical Journal or split page journal. An exam-ple of the dialectical
journal format from the course syllabus is shiown below:
Quotation fomTx
"He was a sloppy
eater." (p. 6)

Response to Quotation
I can remember how hard it was for me to eat chiicken
with a knife and fork. It slid all over thle plate.

I encouraged students to choose any quotationi from thle book that
was meaningful to them and then respond to it in any authentic manner
they desired. I placed no limit on the number of enitries they mighlt make;
one entry per chapter of the book was required. I modeled examples of
both aesthetic and efferent responses for the students.
Responding Using Role Sheets
The second required written response method consisted of "role
sheets" (Daniels, 1994). Six roles -were used: Discussion Director,
Illustrator, Summarizer, Vocabulary Enricher, Connector, and Literary
Luminary. Students decided who in the group would take each role. We
varied from the Daniels (1994) book in that students completed their role
sheets after reading the complete novel rather than after agreed-upon
segments of the book as young students would do.
According to Daniels, role sheets give purpose and focus for the
reading. They act as an organizer for discussion. For example, the
Discussion Director (the only required role) is charged with formulating
a list of questions that the group might want to discuss about the part of
the book being read. In our literature circle, the list of questions was for
the entire book. Sample questions are provided (e.g., What are one or
two of the most important ideas? or Did today's reading remind you of
any real-life experiences?) to give the student an idea of where to start.
After reading the book, students responded on the role sheets. Since
the maximum size of a group was six, there was a role for everyone.
Occasionally, groups were smaller so not all roles were filled. Students'
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responses varied; in some cases students confined their written responses
to the photocopied handouit, while in other cases students augmenited the
role sheets with additional written text, often voluminous. Illustrator
projects were often quite elaborate and creative.
Responding Using a Written Product of the Student 's Choosing
The third written response method involved student choice.
Students could elect to reprise previous methods of written response, or
they could choose to do any other written response they preferred.
While I taught several response types over all three classes (see, for
example, Yopp and Yopp, 1996), 1 also used student suggested literature
in my courses and initiated various responses to these. For example, in
one class students were asked to construct a storyboard to respond to
each chapter in my read-aloud of The Midwife's Apprentice (Cushman,
1995). Thus, each semester, there was some variation in the types of
responses I taught directly. In addition, students brought in several othel
techniques that they had learned elsewhere in other teacher education
classes or in their field placements. I made no effort to control these
choices and each class seemed to have varying preferences. I allowed
complete choice.
LiteratureDiscussion Circles
After students read each book and responded in the appropriate
written method, they discussed the books. Class time was set aside for
small group discussions ranging from 20 minutes to over half an hour. I
observed discussion sessions and took field notes. Book discussions took
place simultaneously in small groups placed around the classroom. They
were entirely student-run, since I wanted students to experience selfdirected discussions. I circulated throughout the room, listening to
discussions, making notes about them, and occasionally participating if
students wanted me to comment and to facilitate group process. A short
whole class period would follow in which I would query each group
about the effectiveness of the discussion and take general comments
about the LRC process.
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Student groups then cooperatively planned a presentation to "share"
their book with the rest of the class. Presentations were made during the
class meeting following discussions and used a number of presentational
styles. For example, one group that had read Catherine, Called Birdy
(Cushman, 1994) wrote letters from different characters' perspectives
which they read aloud in character. Another group reading the same
book, made hand puppets and put on a puppet show to highlight certain
key vignettes in the book.
Data Collection
First, all dialectical journals and all role sheets were collected with
students' permission for use in this study. Selected "choice" written
projects were collected, although some were constructions which didn't
lend themselves to collection, such as the "triarama."
At the end of the semester, I asked Class "A" (Fall 1997) students to
write a narrative response to me about their preferences concerning the
three types of written response, indicating which led to the richest
discussion, and talking about their choice activity. The questions were
listed on an overhead but not all students gave complete answers to the
posed questions, thus for Class "B" and Class "C" a data collection form
(Appendix B) was used which was much more effective in capturing the
desired data.
Following the completion of the Literature Circles in Class "C," I
interviewed four students who volunteered. During the last class period I
asked for volunteers to be interviewed by passing around a sign-up sheet.
From this list of 13 students, I randomly selected four to interview about
their experiences. The interviews took place either on or off campus at a
place and time convenient to each student. I asked each person the same
set of questions (Appendix C) regarding the nature of response to
literature and how they might structure their classrooms to use literature
in the teaching of reading. Interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed
verbatim for data analysis.

I
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Data Anailysis

Analysis of quanititative data involved the compilation of
descriptive statistics and construction of figures to reflect the data (Spatz
& Johniston, 1989). Thlese figures and comments are presented in the
findinigs section of this paper.
Analysis of qualitative data involved the coding of themes for the
researchi questionis from the field notes, written responses, and
transcribed interviews (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). Oin the narrative letters
(Class "A") and data collection sheet (Classes "B" and "C"), I read and
re-read the students' commenits. After I had listed the themiles that
emerged from the comments, I read again to confirm or disconfirm mx'
categories. Some categories were eventually combined. An example of a
category that was eliminated is "group composition made the difference
in quality of discussion." I eliminated it as a findinig due to insufficielit
data after reviewing book choices, discussion notes, and responses to
books. I triangulated data throughiout the study.
I analyzed dialectical journals, role sheets, and projects for the type
of response to the literature. TIhe dialectical journal entries were read arid
categorized by type of response (aesthetic, mixed or efferent) as shown
in Appendix D using the same process of triaiigulationi. I also examined
choices and entries by gender.
Findings
Quantitative data provide one portrait of student responses to the
literature. I calculated student preferences on specific questions (from the
narrative data and the data collection sheets) which gave an overall
picture of the types of responses made and preferences per class. The
same was done with the question regarding which mode of response led
to the most productive discussion.
PreferredWritten Response

The data for preferred written response mode are summarized in
Table 2.
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Table 2. Preferred Written Resporise
Preferred
Response
Dialectical
Journals
Role Sheets

No Preference

Class "A"
N--26
17 (66%S)

Class "B"
N 30
16 (53%)

Class "c"
N 22
16 (73%)

Summ111lary

8 (310,)

13 (43%,//)

6 (27",10)

27 (35":0)

I (3%0)

I (31.o)

0

2 (2%.i)

49 (63%,/()

Class "A" data indicate that 17 students (66 percenit) selected the
Dialectical Journial as the preter-red choice ol' written response to the
literature, while 8 students (3 1 percent) preleired the role shieets. One
student expressed no prcrcicnce. Wlhcn it camc to clhoosingr a written
response ftor the chioice cycle, Class "A" chiose the fOllow inl i order of
quantity: chlaracter- niap (4), dialectical journal (3). reCullr jou1rnl (3).
story t'Yamiie (3). sumlllmary (2), timelin1C with pictulres ( I ) role sileet ( I).
triarania ( I), freewrite (I ). acrostic poemii ( I) I iterary Report Card ( I).
ABC poem (1). IouL studeints nlc,ected to specify- theil- chioice 1;0r the
tilrd response (See 'I'able 3).
Class "B" data indicate that 16 studeints (53 perceint) pr-ef'el-iecr
the
dialectical jouLiral whille 13 studeints (43 perceint) prelt'iled ,ole shieets.
As with Class "A," one stuideint expressed no prel'CieClcc. Witlh re-ard to
chioice activities. Class "13" cihose the following in order ot' quaLIntity:
dialectical jourIal (I ), poetry (8). regular journal (4), charactel m11ap (2),
folded book (I), Webbing (I), Role Slheet (I), Song (I), illustrated
limerick ( I ), and not specified ( I)
Class "C" data indicate that 16 (73 percenit) preferred the Dialectical
Journal while 6 (27 percent) preferred role sleets. Witlh regard to tile
choiee activity. Class "C" chose the following in order ofquanItity: Role
shieets (7), Literary Report Card (4). Venin diagramn (4). D)ialcctical
Jourinal (4), Polar Opposites (2), regilar journ1al ( 1)

I
I

For the question involving favorite written responise type. ilo studleilt
chose any alternative to the dialectical joLurnal or the role sheets.
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Prrelerred ('hoice ResVponses
I used Yopp & Yopp ( 1996) as the primary resource for teaching
literature responses, but augimienited those variably over each semester.
ThLus there appears to be no clear patterm in the choice responses.
I-lowever, those written responise 'ypes whichi appear in the Yopp
textbook are starred. Tlhese data are summarized in Table 3.
Table 3. Choice Activities in Written Response
Choice Responses

Class "A"
N 26
3

Class "B"
N«-30
II

Class "C"
N-22
4

Summary

IPoetr-y

2

8

0

10(12.8%)

Role Sheets

I

7

9 (I 1.5%)

Regular Journal*

3

4

I

8 (10%)

Character Map*

4

2

0

6 (8%)

0

4

0

0

4

4 (5%)

3

0

0

3 (3.8%)

0

2

2 (2.5%)

5

4

0

9 (10%)

Missing

4

0

0

4 (6.4%)

ITotals

26

30

22

78(99+%)

[)ialectical Journals*

Literary* Report Card
Venn l)iagram

*

Story Frame
Polar Opposites

*0

Assorted (I each of

18 (23%)

(6.4%)

response)

Thirhhty-four percent of the students chose either the dialectical
jourmal or the role sheets for their choice written response in each of the
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thiree classes. Analysis of choice project dialectical journals and role
shieets reflect a similar tendenicy to respond aesthetically. 'I'he second
largest category of clioice response was poetry, whiclh is cntil-ely an
aesthetic response.
Mosi Productive Discu.s ion
Studenits were almost evenly split ovci- wlhcther dialectical journals
or role sheets provided the basis for imore "productive" discussiol.
Unfortunately, in Fall 1997 (Class "A"), somie stuidenlts did n1ot attend
directly to this question In their narrative responscs to iiiy q(uestionis and
data were uLLusable. Table 4 summ111iarizcs the quantitative data oni best
discussionI.

Table 4. Responses_to the questiol, "Wlhiclh was youlr best disc'ssion?"
Class

Dialectic Joumral

Role Sheets

Choice

No l'ret

"A" N = 26

*Not Avail

*Not Avail

*Not Avail

*Not Avail

"B"N = 31

12

14

I

4

"C" N

1

7

3

2

22

In Spring 1998, althoughl Class "B" studenits preter-recl respondingin
dialectical jourinals (16) over role sheets (13). the data rellected that rolc
sheets provided for best discussioIs Studenlts indicated thIat thle best
discussion1s occurred wheni role sheets ( 14) were uscd, as contrasted witi
dialectical journials (12), choice (I). and no prel'erenice (4). In Siulmml11er
1998, students chose the dialectical journal (10) over the role shcets (7)
and choice (3). Two studenlts had no prcferenice. Thel-e \sere n1o oenlder
differences evident in the data set.
Data for Class "A" were partial perlhaps because studenits t'elt that
the structured responses led to the best discussiols. This was interestine.
in view of the fact that students tended to commiienit favorably abouit
choice.

I

Readler Response

225

I analyzed data collection shieets for tile last two classes to see if the
book selections themselves were influenitial in whicih discussion was
preferred. No patterns were apparent to suggest that the book was mole
significanit thani the response/discussion type In creating a "best"
discussion. For example, Class "B" favorite books were split: C1hildncil
of the Dust Bowl (5), Childrenl of the River (4), The House on Mango
Street and Walk Two Moons (each 3). Freak the M ty (2), and
Catherine, Called Birdy. Number the Stars Yolanda's Genius. and
Maniac Ma ee (each 1). Books not namiled as favorites were Hatcliet.
Year of limnpossible Goodbyes, and Bridge to Terabithia. Response types
and favorite discussions were spread along unlrelated lines.

Aesthelic v.Efferent Respouses itn the Diclecticlo.urnals
From the 78 dialectical jourinals from all three preservice classes. 89
percent of the entries were aesthetic in nature. Qualitative data provides
an iitriguilng look at the way studenlt teachiers thinlk about and respond to
literature. Here are two of the numlilerous examples of aesthetic responises
studenits made to the literature in the dialectical jourinals.
Fromii Numiiber the Stars
P. 4 The soldier reached down and
stroked her little sister's tangled
cuIls. Stand still Kirsti,
Annemliarie ordered silently, praying
that somellow the obstinate fiveyear-old would receive the messaoe.

I thougIlt about the scarv position
the childreni were in with the
soldiers. How vulnerable and
helpless Annemarie felt at that
moment with her little sister.

lrom Bridgeto Terabithia
We need a place. she said. just for
us. It would be so secret that
we would never tell anyone in
the whole world about it. (p. 38)

As a kid, my secret places I liad
with my friends were so cool.
They built a special bond between
that group of friends because it w as
something that was just ours. This is
a wonderful feeling.
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This was coded aesthetic because it relates the reader's personial
experielices.

Mixed responises are exemplified by the following:
F-rom I-latchet
Cl. 16 BiBrian jumped on it and
-rabbed it and slammed it against

the ground once, sharply, to kill it."

It's hard to believe that this is the
same boy that was in the plane crash.
Iie was so squeamish to touch the
dead pilot and now he seemis so
confident in touching "death,' in l'ict,
doing the killing. Obviious indication
of how Brian has changed.

Coded mixed because thiere's a personlal tone to the event, but
described efferently.

it

is

The eflereelt responses are represenited by the following:
EFromi Children of the River
"Cambodialns think it's bad to touch
a little kid's head." (p. i 09)

Ravy explains Cambodiani belief'to
Jonathan, as a way of the author to

introduce cultural differences.
Coded efferent becaLuse reader relates to literary device.
Dialectical joLriial entries tended to be either eff'erent or aesthetic.
Sttidenits rarely combinie response types. A jourinal tended to be almost all
aesthietic or almost all efferent. Mixed responses were not coimon.
(hicilitatiie Datac oni

Writteni

Respomses to Literatllre

l preferred the dialectical journal stated that thisinodle
Studenits ho
ot' responise hielped themii to reflect about the book moie dceepl andl
personaJlk. Thiey related the book to their experiences in tieir lives.
Studenlts menltionied thlat they also learned more about each othel %Oihen
they compared quotationis because the dialectical journal 'forced" them
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to select what was really moviig and importanit to them personally.
Studenits mentioned that the dialectical jourinal response encoLuraged
themli
to become "attached" to the text. Some students also menltionied that
the
dialectical journals led to group discussions that were personal
and
thereby more meaninigful thani otlier discussions.
One studenit coimiienlted

that she would "never forget the book she read because of the dialectical
journial."

W\hen studenits chose role sheets over dialectical Journals as
a

response type, the most frequenitly stated reasons were
( I ) redILneCd
amotiult of writing required and (2) disliked having to stop during
reacd
to do the dialectical jourinal.

me.

Studenits wlho namiled role sheets as their favored response type
fi-eqLuenitly stated that structure provided . comfort or the role
itself
provided a frame or perspective throughl whichI to view the liter-ary
work.
[hey enjoyed being the "expert" and havinig their own timze to
speak
during small grouip discussion. Studenits comimienited on the 'balance"
of
areas covered throughl the role sheets and also appreciated that
every
group memilber had to participate. Studenits who comimlenited negatively
about role sheets generally called themii "boring."
Many studenlts comim1enitecd that they loved havinig been pro\
ided
choice In the selection of the literature and the selection of the
responise
types. Those wlho expressed no preferenice in response inode
ofteni

lamented that it was too haid to choose becaLlse all the discussionis
had

been riclh.

S/tdent I/z1erv ele's

'I'hroLIg h the student interviews (Class "C" only) I attempted to
determinie what effect responding to childien's literature in
theil
preservice class might meani to the individuial's attitude aboLIt
USin1g
literatulle groLIps their- own classioomis. I also wanted to
determlille
whether participation in literature discussion groups
mightt have

intilienced the \aya that student teachers valued the aesthetic stance
toward literature and aesthetic response. Studenit interviews occurred
after classes had ended and grades hiad been turnied in so that studenits
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would have no reason to "please" the instrLIctor witl; their responses to
the questionis.
Tllree of the four studenits interviewed were easily able to define
efferenit and aesthetic responses more thani two weeks after class had
ended. Here is Olivia's definition: "Aesthetic responsc to me mcanis the
way literature makes you feel, the way it effects your taste, if' it secms
good or not In a very general and personal way. E'ferent I'm Icss SUIe
about, but I would assumlle, in opposition to aesthetic, that it mieans mor-c
the hiforiliationl that you gain, the specific facts that you derive from the
literatLire, and not how you feel about it." The fLourthi studenit remeimibered
both terims after being prompted.
Transcripts of the interviews disclosed that literature discussionIs
were largely personal rather thani professional In natLire. Studcilts
reported that they did not spend any significanit amounit of thime talking
about how to "teach" the novels they were readiig. These data WeIC
consistenit with my field notes and the written responses to support the
predomiinantly aesthetic nature of the responses that the studenlts made to
the literature.
Students reported that the most prevalenlt 'professional" responlse
was, "Would you use this book In your classroom'? If' so, wvhat grade'?"
(Melissa, AugLsSt 1998). Students did discuss literary elements of the
books during literature discussions, and these discussions tendcel to be
woven among more personal and intertextual connlectionls stLidents macde
to the novels, demonstrating that all types of responses to literatuL-c were
valued and mirrored the complexity found in childr-eni's responses by
Ailmasi (1995).

I
i
i

As for the value of aesthetic response, all four interviews provide
evidence that students had been reflective about its signifticanice. 7oe
expressed it well, "1 think that if you conilect with a piece of literature on
an aesthetic level, that tends to be withi some feeling or experience vou
had, and if you do that with a piece of literature, it makes it relevant to
you and it makes it something that you care about. If you care about it
yOLi are likely to remember more of the elements of the story, so if' you
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grab the student's interest in the piece of literature then I thinlk you have
them."
Discussion
Students were split on their decision regarding response-type
preference: dialectical journals, role sheets, or own choice. While
dialectical journals command a clear numerical majority, a number of
students preferred role sheets. All three response-types led to valued
discussions during literature response circles and all three were wellreceived written response modes. Yet it was choice itself which students
said positively impacted them. An important question then follows: will
these teacher candidates afford their students choices? This seems a
likely follow-up study once these students have been teaching for a
while.
The preponderance of personal or aesthetic responses (89 percent)
to the novels surprised me. Students tended as a whole across all three
groups to respond in a personal vein to the children's novels. When given
choice, students responded personally across all three cohorts, supporting
the assertion that aesthetic response is both desirable and necessary.
While efferent responses are no less important, I maintain that it is the
aesthetic stance that needs the conscious support of teachers.
In a study of veteran teachers, Grisham, (1997) found a bias in favor
of efferent responses over aesthetic responses. Participants in this study,
however, are student teachers not yet fully socialized into the profession.
Communities that surround our schools may see aesthetic responses as
frivolous. This, I believe, is a valid concern. If we accept that aesthetic
response is a desirable precursor to efferent response (Daniels, 1994;
Rosenblatt, 1994; Samway and Whang, 1996), then educators have a
responsibility to effectively communicate this to parents. We should be
able to use the research to convince parents and other community
members of how critical aesthetic response can be to the student's
motivation and engagement with text so critical to the depth and meaning
of efferent response to literature and other texts.

--
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There is no clear evidence for the superiority of either response-type
affecting literature discussion. Students were evenly divided in
attributing the most meaningful discussions to either dialectical journals
or role sheets. Students reported enjoying all the discussions.
Some evidence for the quality of the discussions came from the
interview group. Two of four students interviewed indicated that they felt
the books and/or the composition of the groups had an effect on
discussions. I could find no other data to support this. Lack of evidence
for what transpired during discussions is a limitation of the study.
Although this one study contains limitations such as data and findings
based on three separate groups of teacher education candidates from one
institution, this study represents the "tests of truthfulness" of qualitative
data as set forth by Franklin & Jordan (1995).
This whole study in literature response experience positively
influenced preservice candidates' attitudes towards teaching children's
literature, particularly their attitudes toward aesthetic responses. Written
data reflect a high level of confidence among participants about using
literature groups in their future classrooms and all four students
interviewed reflected positively on the nature of aesthetic response.
These limited data are encouraging.
In conclusion, virtually all students tell me through the data
collection sheets, their course evaluations, or personally, that they "love"
reading the children's literature, even though it is "extra" reading. They
"love" responding in various written modes to the literature, discussing
in small groups, and giving presentations to the whole class. For
example, "This was my favorite part of our class this semester because it
was fun and different from anything else we've done. Thanks, it was
great!" While many students tell me they "will" use literature response
groups if they get jobs in upper grades, they also say they will rely on the
basal programs. When I asked one student what place she envisioned
literature having in her literacy instruction, she replied with a question.
"Did I consider the stories from the basal as part of literature
instruction?" In good professorial fashion, I asked her what she thought.
"See, I would say yes. And in that case, I'm sure I'll use the basal quite a
bit. And I mean I would definitely like to do a few novels, but I can't

--
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imagine novels ever replacing the basal in the elementary
classroom for the whole year." I believe that intelligent studenits
this one need the experience of aesthetic response to literature
preservice classes to balance the pressure they may receive
student teaching placements to use th2 basal program.
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These data strengthen my belief that literary discussion should
always make room for aesthetic response despite the pressure we all feel
for accountability. It is true that students need to be able to analyze a
literary work, but the enjoyment or "flow" (Csikszentmihalyi, 1995) of
interacting with a literary work is also critical to the development of
readers. It is the deep engagement of the student with the text that makes
the literary analysis more than an exercise to demonstrate a skill. Indeed,
the intellectual and emotional gifts we must develop for a true quality of
life outside of our profession demands that we do more to acknowledge
this critical part of reading pedagogy.
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Appendix B
Data Collection Form
Class, Semester

Name (optional)

Please list the three books you read and how you responded in writing to #3.
ialectical Journal)

1.

__

2.

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _(Role Sheet) Your Role:

3.

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _Response:

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_(D

_

_

_

_

_

Use the rest of this paper and the back if you'd like to respond to the following
issues:
I1.

What was your favorite book?

2.

What was your favorite written response type?

3.

Which was your best discussion?

4.

What effect did the response type have on the discussion?

5.

What is your confidence level about using LRGs in your own class?

6.

How did you feel about each of the response types?

7.

What else should I know?

Mark:

___Male

Female
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Appendix C
Interview Protocol
1.

If you remember back to our class you know that there are different
kinds of responses to literature. One kind is aesthetic response and the
other is called efferent response. If you remember them, could you put
into your own words what they mcan to you.

2

In your responses to the literature we read in class, what kind of written
responses did you make? Would you characterize them as aesthetic or
efferent?

3.

In the literature discussions, do you recall what kinds of talk happened
about the literature?
Prompt: Would you characterize them as mostly aesthetic or mostly
efferent?

4

In the book discussions, how much of them had to do with professional
issues, such as how you might teach the book, or if you would teach the
book?

5.

What part do you think literature is going to have in your teaching of
reading language arts? When you get your class next fall?
Prompt: What types of literature do you envision using in your
classroom?
Prompt: What about the basal? What part do you see the basal
playing?

6.

What effect, if any, has participating in LRG's had on your attitude
about teaching literature to children?

7.

My last question is, we learned so much about aesthetic response
during the literature discussions, how do you see the value or the
importance of literature response as far as children are concerned?
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Appendix D
Coding for Aesthetic/Efferent Dialectical Journal Entries
Aesthetic: (focuses on personalconnections to text or character;links to
emotions/values or life experiences)
Example from Walk Two Moons:
My father looked uncomfortable.
"No," he said. "I tried--but
she doesn't want to know."
care,(p. 10)

When my parents split up, I remember
overhearing my father's conversation
with his new friend. He thought we

didn't but we did want to get to know
her. Thank the Lord my parents
reconciled.

Mixed: (focuses partly on connections to sell; but may use a more detached voice,
or mayfocus on literary elements, such as character, or projessionalC oncernxs, ill a

more personal way)
Example from Catherine, Called Birdy:
"You want me to pay you to take
that girl?" (p. 69)

All through the novel, the father (the
beast) constantly haggles for the best
deal in trade for his daughlter. This is
another example of a suitor slhe
thwarted.

Efferent: (focuses on literary elements, or professional elements--how' to teach--of
the book)
Example from Maniac Magee:
There he was, passing Red Hill,
a book in his hand. (p.2 1)

Here again early in the book the
author demonstrates hlow Jeffiey is
always running, apparently for the
sheer joy of it, yet continuing to
show respect for the book and the
person to whom it belongs.
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